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Was Governor Lachlan Macquarie a terrorist? 
Abstract 
In The Guardian Australia online this week there has appeared an article that asks the question: 'Was 
Governor Lachlan Macquarie a terrorist?' Paul Daley writes: 'The colonial frontier was a violent location 
and many people suffered and died. Colonialism wreaked havoc on many cultures around the globe'. Was 
Governor Macquarie any better or worse than any other colonial administrator? Over next 150 years it is 
estimated that over 20,000 Aboriginal Australians were massacred in frontier wars. Is it fair to pick on 
Macquarie? 
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By chance I have just heard Ellen Fanning on ABC RN Life Matters, this morning, with Tharawal elder Glenda Chalker,
reading and discussing Macquarie’s original documents at the State Library and considering this argument, with two
historians, about “was he a terrorist”. The issue at Appin (in April 2016) was that the Tharawal people gave no “show of
resistance” at all. It was 2 o’clock in the morning and the people were sound asleep, The fact that the military attacked
in these circumstances, was quite contrary to British law and risked ending the commander’s career and Macquarie’s
had it become known. Reporting was therefore oblique and secretive in style, as I understand it. The fact that
Aboriginal bodies were beheaded and hung in high places to deter resistance and the heads sent to London, compares
with the much condemned contemporary behaviour of Islamic extremists. Those heads were returned to Australia in
1991 and are currently held in a warehouse in Canberra.
Arguments which seem to prevail at present are that colonial powers at the time were all behaving in similar ways, so
this was no worse than any other. For Aboriginal people, context of the times is irrelevant. They did suffer from
invasion and where they could, fought back. Australia’s colonial history is much more complex and nuanced than is
frequently portrayed. We can’t change it, but we need to face up to it and recognise the continuing consequences to
Aboriginal Australians. In an atmosphere of mutual respect, we have a great deal to learn from each other.
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